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The so-called Sino-Japanese fishing boat incident occurred on September 7th 
2010 when a Chinese fishing trawler collided with two Japanese Coast Guard vessels 
near the disputed Senkaku or Diaoyu Islands, which are claimed by Japan, China and 
Taiwan. The most heated exchange over the incident was between Japan and China as 
both countries took a strong and uncompromising stance over the handling of the matter. 
Both China and Japan accused the other of their unswerving stance that was harming 
bilateral relations and accused the other of irresponsible, obstinate and irrational 
arguments. Furthermore China accused Japan of refusing to acknowledge historical 
facts while Japan said that China is using the incident and its rising power to create 
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 In my thesis, I will examine the so-called fishing boat incident that occurred in 
September 2010 near the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands when a Chinese fishing 
vessel reportedly collided with two Japanese Coast Guard vessels, an incident that 
caused the Coast Guard officials two apprehend the crew for questioning. The incident 
became a heated dispute for a few months and caused severe tensions in Sino-Japanese 
relations, it certainly, did not helped either China’s desire to propagate the image of its 
peaceful rise, nor did it help Japan to alleviate the mistrust many Chinese feel towards 
Japan. Furthermore, it causes some to doubt the possibility of achieving sustainable and 
effective confidence building measures in the East Asia region. 
 My research approach utilizes discourse analysis to study the rhetoric and 
arguments used to depict the incident in both Japanese and Chinese newspapers. I also 
aspire to place these discourses into their proper context. Therefore, the research 
question of tmy thesis is: What arguments were used by both China and Japan to 
portray the incident and why? In addition, I would like to expose the explicit and 
implicit assumptions behind the discursive productions of both Chinese and Japanese 
media organizations. The thesis statement of this essay is during the September fishing 
boat incident, both Japan and China accused each other of violating their sovereign 
territory and their citizens’ rights, and both attributed the blame for the incident to the 
other’s misguided, unilateral pursuit of their national interests.  
 This topic has been relatively unresearched academically due to the fact that it 
occurred fairly recently. However, the topic is extremely intriguing and important 
because it is a clear case where China has responded very strongly not only in rhetoric, 
but also by imposing economic sanctions on its adversary as well as other forms of 















perceptions of China’s foreign policy becoming more assertive in the East Asia region 
and globally. Even more, this study is also important because China has reiterated 
repeatedly that its rise will not pose a threat to its neighbors, or the international 
community at large. However China’s neighbors frequently report their concern over 
China’s ambitions especially in the East and South China Seas. Also, Japan is seeking 
to foster closer and more, friendly ties in East and Southeast Asia, but it sometimes 
refuses to acknowledge or address certain sensitive issues;( most of these are remnants 
of the Pacific War), and engage in meaningful, constructive dialogue with its neighbors 
concerning these issues. 
 However, this thesis does not aim to be an exhaustive presentation of all the 
research conducted concerning China’s rise, nor does it intend to ascertain whether 
China’s recent assertive actions in the East and South China Seas mark a distinct change 
in its foreign policy. The aim of this thesis is to examine the rhetoric used vis-à-vis the 
incident by both Japan and China, and to determine what kind of rhetorical or 
argumentative tools were used by the respective media institutions of these countries. 
The portrayal of the incident by media such as Taiwan’s, the United States,’ and others’ 





















2. Earlier Research 
 
 Although, this topic has yet to be thoroughly investigated academically because 
it occurred fairly recently, the incident is important. It is a clear case of China coercing 
its adversary with particularly economic sanctions (i.e. the ‘rare earth’ exports, a market 
that China possesses a near monopoly on). My research indicates; that there have only 
been a few articles dealing with this fishing boat incident directly. The first of these was 
an article by James Przystuo that dealt with public opinion in both China and Japan and 
how they made compromises more difficult.1 In an article referring to the Diaoyu Island 
dispute of 2010 (among other matters of Chinese practices) in international law by Zhu 
Lijiang claims that the Diaoyu Islands is a part of China’s so-called “core interests”. 2In 
addition, an article by Seokwoo Lee and Jon Van Dyke discusses the San Francisco 
Peace Treaty’s contribution to current East Asian territorial disputes including the 
Diaoyu/Senkaku Island dispute. 3  On the other hand, there has been extensive 
commentary about the incident in newspapers, forums and magazines by academics and 
reporters alike. However, as the topic of this thesis in the newspaper reporting 





                                                 
1 Przystuo, James. “Japan-China: Troubled Waters”. Comparative Connections, Vol. 12, No. 4, 2011, pp. 
117-130. Web. 
2 Zhu, Lijiang. ”Chinese Practice in Public International Law: 2010”. Chinese Journal of International 
Law, May 2011. Web. 
3 Lee, Seokwoo & van Dyke, Jon. ”The 1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty and Its Relevance to the 



















 In this chapter I will briefly introduce my methodological choices, my 
theoretical framework, and my research approach in the following sub-chapters. 
Methodology refers to the study of the research methods of sciences, as well as theses 
and dissertations, and describes one’s scientific methods and approaches. 
 
3.1 Theoretical Framework 
 
 For my analytical tool, I chose the method of discourse analysis, because is it 
flexible and versatile enough to suit various approaches for language study, speech acts 
and texts. As my primary sources are printed texts in newspapers, which are by their 
nature public and asynchronous4, meaning that there is no real-time dialogue between 
the discourses studied in the different newspaper within this study. This poses some 
limitations to the available mean of study, and of the available research methods, 
discourse analysis is best suited for my approach. 
 
3.1.1 Discourse Analysis 
 
 Discourse analysis is part of a larger theoretical framework called social 
constructionism. Social constructionism examines the social construction of reality and 
meaning. In its view, the reality is built on interaction between people through different 
marker, or symbolic systems. According to this view, language is a matter that can be 
                                                 















edited and used to obtain different results. Discourse analysis examines the users of 
language, the situations, time and places where language is produced and used.5 
 In discourse analysis, language is thought to be a resource, which can be used in 
different ways at different times and in different situations. People create different 
meanings for the world. This signifying work has its own rules, conditions, and 
consequences. Discourse analysis examines precisely these conditions and 
consequences of signifying reality. The basic idea is that language is always a social 
activity. Language is a flexible and multi-faceted resource for it adapts according to 
discursive and social norms, values, and rules. As a result, the language also recurs all 
the time. According to discourse analysis, we can examine and study society, culture, 
and temporal and spatial history through language. Language is studied so that we can 
better understand the interaction between language, action, and of the surrounding 
situation.6 
 Discourse analysis states that language is a situational social activity, that is, its 
use is context dependent, and thus it is always also functional. One of the interests of 
discourse analysis is what language is being used for, and what language can be used 
for. Language is functional at three levels. Firstly, language is the medium of 
communication. Secondly, it creates representations of the world, and thirdly, language 
is used in constructing social relations and identity.7 
 According to discourse analysis, language is a resource. Linguistic resources are 
used in interactive contexts, because all resources are contexts dependent. Language 
users have several opportunities to use their own resources in the context of interaction, 
but they should also be aware of the consequences of their resources. Language use 
                                                 
5 Pietikäinen, Sari & Anne Mäntynen. Kurssi kohti diskurssia. Tampere: Vastapaino, 2009. Print. Pp. 11-
12, 17. 
6 Pietikäinen, Sari & Anne Mäntynen. Kurssi kohti diskurssia. Tampere: Vastapaino, 2009. Print. Pp. 12–
13, 18. 
















therefore has certain limits and standards, i.e. the context of use. Contexts of use, means 
the surrounding culture, society and its institutions’ values and norms. This context is 
selected by the language user when the user decides what linguistic resources are used.  
According to discourse analysis, the language is context dependent, therefore, it is 
dependent on the situation’s and the language user's social conventions and structures. 
Discourse analysis is the analysis of these multi-level contexts that govern the language 
user’s choice of resources. Rhetoric is thus fitted into a larger continuum of time and 
space, i.e. language is thus fitted into its historical context.8 
 Discourse analysis thinks that the language and the situation have a reciprocal 
relationship, because language tells us a lot about the prevailing time, place, norms, and 
structures of its context of use. It can also affect them and change them. Discourse 
analysis is thus the study of relationships between language and reality as well as the 
world and context dependent action. Discourse analysis study emphasizes the meanings 
of the context of use, of social action and its constraints. Since discourse analysis 
examines both texts and the broader social phenomenon, it can be regarded as an 
interdisciplinary research design, which operates in the field of social sciences and 
linguistics.9 
3.1.1.1 Theoretical perspectives of discourse analysis 
 
 Discourse analysis is not a clear-cut research method, but it is better to perceive 
it as a loose theoretical framework, which includes a variety of perspectives from where 
the researcher selects the appropriate methodological applications according to the topic 
and approach of the study10. 
                                                 
8 ibid. 16-18, 20. 
9 ibid, 20-21. 
10 Jokinen, Arja & Kirsi Juhila & Eero Suoninen. Diskurssianalyysin aakkoset (3. edition). Tampere: 
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